Bodily mutilation was regarded as abhorrent by the Greeks and forbidden by the Seleucid ruler Antiochus IV Epiphanes . This infringement of religious liberty made the Jews all the more determined to observe the sign of the Abrahamic covenant.7 There were, however, those who tried to appear as Greeks by "epispasm", i.e. obliteration of the hutam berit "seal of the covenant", "by making themselves foreskins ".8 To prevent this abuse the peri'ah, laying bare the glans, was instituted sometime following the Bar Kokba rebellion (AD 132-5), and was from then on an essential part of circumcision.9 Today, circumcision is still performed on all male children in both Orthodox and Reform Judaism on the eighth day after birth in fulfilment of God's covenant with Abraham. In Orthodox Judaism, circumcision is performed by an official designated for the purpose known as a mohel, while Reform Jews allow the rite to be performed by a doctor.
The Library of the Wellcome Institute contains a Hebrew manuscript relating to circumcision composed by the distinguished seventeenth-century Polish rabbi, David ben Aryeh of Lida. It is transcribed in the square script with Massoretic vocalization; the annotations and title page are written in the rabbinic script and the manuscript includes twelve finely executed miniatures.10 The name of the transcriber, Dov Bahel Mordecai Katz, in cursive Hebrew script appears on the recto of the second preliminary flyleaf together with the date in Hebrew, 5447, with the name of a former owner, B. Lichtenstein. The name of the city, Amsterdam, also appears on this leaf in Roman script with the same date in Arabic numerals, 1687.
Of the copyist we know nothing except, judging from the standard of this manuscript, he was a skilled calligrapher and, if the miniatures can be attributed to him, a master ofthis form ofillustration. The author ofthe work was born c. 1650 in the city of Lvov, 1I and took his name from the town of Lida in Byelorussia where he held his first appointment as rabbi in 1671 before taking up this position in various other towns including Zwole'n, Ostrog, Mainz, and finally Amsterdam.12 It was during his period of office in Mainz that he wrote his treatise on circumcision Sod Adonai, ' The secret of God', which also included a commentary Sharbit ha-Zahab, 'The golden sceptre', which is not included in the Wellcome manuscript.
In the summer of 1680, David ben Aryeh was appointed rabbi of the Ashkenazi community in Amsterdam,'3 but soon after his arrival he was accused of literary plagiarism in connection with his work Migdal Dawid, a commentary on the Book of Ruth. This resulted in his return to Lvov. However, the Portuguese community which had assisted with the establishment of the Ashkenazi congregation14 supported him until he fell under suspicion of leanings toward Shabbethai Zebi, l5 who posed as a false Messiah and caused some temporary unrest among Portuguese Jews in Amsterdam around 1666.16 However, reconciliation took place in 1692 when David ben Aryeh returned to his congregation and was appointed rabbi for three years. 17 At the end of this period his contract was not renewed and he left Amsterdam and settled in Lvov, where he died in 1696.18 It is interesting to note that during his rabbinate in Amsterdam, David came in contact with the contentious Johann Andreas Eisenmenger (1654-1704), the author of the work Entdecktes Judenthum, a book of lasting influence and popularity among the detractors of Talmudic literature. This book was apparently written following an encounter with three Christian converts to Judaism in Amsterdam and an otherwise unknown attack by David ben Aryeh against Christianity around 1681.19 The Wellcome manuscript comprises eighteen folios bound in vellum and measuring 14 x 9.5 cm with text and miniatures transcribed within rules. At the head of the title-page (plate 1), King David is depicted seated on a throne and playing a harp. Two angels are shown, one on the king's right, the other on his left, both in flight and each blowing a trumpet. The whole scene is set in the heavens above the clouds. Beneath the enthroned king, at the head of the central compartment, the first verse of Psalm 145 is written in Rabbinic script, below which the title of the manuscript is transcribed in bold square script. In the compartment to the left David is shown with his sling before Goliath beneath which, in the printed Amsterdam edition of 1680, is quoted, in Hebrew, David's response to Goliath's taunt (1 Sam. 17:45) . In the compartment to the right, David, with the head of Goliath impaled on the point of his sword, is being greeted by women singing and dancing under which in the printed edition the text of 1 A psalm of David, I will extol thee my God 0 king. The book of the secret of God which the great teacher, a lamp of Israel, a man active, great indeed, a compiler has written. Our distinguished teacher, David, may God preserve him, who has taught in many of the communities in the states of Poland and Lithuania, and is now chief of the court and head of the academy through his teaching in the country of Germany in the community ofMainz and its provinces in the upper and lower region;22 and he has now been accepted as chief of the court and head of the academy here by the community of Amsterdam.
The text begins on f.2r as follows: tanu / rabbanan be-perek kama di-keddushin ha-'ab hayyib la-mul et / beno di-ketib wa-yamol abraham et yizhak beno. The author began with the injunction that every male child should be circumcised in accordance with the ancient covenant between God and Abraham (Gen. 17:10). As Abraham circumcised Isaac his son (Gen. 21:4), so it is the duty of the child's father to see that his sons bear the mark of this covenant, which distinguishes Israel as God's chosen people. The importance of the command is emphasized by the procedure to be followed in the event of the father's failure to discharge his duty. In this instance the Bet Din, the court which regulated the affairs of the Jewish community, was obliged to see that circumcision was carried out, but in the event of neither father or Bet Din being available, then self-circumcision was obligatory.23 It appears that the mother of the child was generally exempt from any obligation, for it is argued that Scripture clearly states the masculine gender in this regard.24 Abraham sits at the gates of Gehenna to protect the circumcised from descending into it,25 but those who disregard the holy covenant by marrying the daughters of the uncircumcised or producing children by them are excluded from their inheritance in the world to come (f.2r-v). which tells how, when David entered the bath and realized his nakedness, he exclaimed "Woe is me that I stand naked without any precepts about me!". But when he recalled the sign of circumcision in his flesh his mind was set at ease, and on emerging from the bath he sang a hymn of praise which bears the superscription 'al ha-sheminit, literally, "on the eighth",28 a stringed instrument, taken here to mean the eighth day, i.e. the day of circumcision.29 However, because circumcision was not observed during Israel's sojourn in Egypt, the people were 'erom we-'erya, "naked and bare", terms used in Ezek. 16 Males partaking of the Passover meal are obliged to be circumcised, and God is to be praised for separating his people and stamping them with the seal of circumcision-"We are his people and the sheep of his pasture", (Ps. 100:3).
The chair of Elijah is now prepared (f.4%), Elijah being described as the "messenger of the covenant", mal'ak berit (cf. Mal. 3:1) . By tradition he is seated on a richly ornamented chair (kisse shel eliyahu) to the right of the sandek. When the chair of Elijah is ready, so ensuring his presence,31 the words zehu kisse shel eliyahu, "this is the chair of Elijah", are said as indicated in the rubric of the manuscript. The place in which the circumcision is to take place is lit with candles and a verse from scripture recited "For the commandment is a lamp and the law is light" (Prov. 6:23). The custom of covering the foreskin after circumcision with earth is alluded to32 with a reference to Samael, the angel of death, who rode on the serpent in the course of the fall of Adam,33 or, in another tradition, was himself the serpent whose form he merely assumed.34 In the Genesis narrative the serpent is condemned to eat dust (Gen. 3:14) and so the earth here, but by cutting off the foreskin the evil which Samael35
represents is eliminated.
The two most important participants in the rite of circumcision, apart from the child himself, are the sandek and the mohel. The author, in a short passage on f.5 , referred to the honoured position of the sandek, whose function is to hold the child on his knees during the circumcision ceremony (plate 2). This is followed, on ff.5r-6v, by the prayer of the mohel in which he thanks God for various blessings including the blessing of being the means of setting the seal of God's covenant, which is marked in his flesh, on others. The mohel then invokes Elijah to come and witness the fulfilment of the covenant and prays for the physical strength of the child to endure the operation, and the healing of his wound as Hezekiah, King of Judah (2 Kgs. 20:1-7) and various others to whom he refers from Scripture were healed. He then prays that Israel should never be ordered by Gentile nations to set aside this covenant. The child is now brought in, usually by the wife of the sandek, although this is not mentioned in this manuscript, and those present repeat "baruk ha-ba", "Blessed is he that cometh [in the name of the Lord]", Ps. 118:26 (f.7r) . The manuscript records the father's response and prayer and those present then invoke blessing on the child and Elijah's protection. Following this, on f.7v, the child is received by the mohel and placed on the deliverance, the children of Israel underwent circumcision and mingled the blood of the Paschal Lamb with that of the Abrahamic covenant-so the words "in thy blood live", Ezek. 16 Rev., 1893, 6: 317-47, especially p. 328. 35 Mention of Samael as the angel of death first occurs in Targum Jonathan on Gen. 3:6. From the Amoraic period the name Samael was equated with Satan in Judaism. Nigel Allan (plate 3). Then follows the grace which, although not indicated in this manuscript, takes place after the meal which follows circumcision.44 The liturgy ends with a prayer for the restoration of Jerusalem. Prayers are offered for the parents of the child, the child's protection and blessing, the long and devout life of children in whom the future resides, and finally a blessing for all present. More blessings are invoked according to the Polish rite (f. 17r'V), and a variant or abridged prayer completes the liturgy.
The text ends on f. 17v as follows:
migdol yeshu'ot malko we-'oseh hesed li-meshiho / le-dawid u-le-zar'o 'ad 'olam. 'oseh shalom bi-meromaw / hu ya'aseh shalom 'alenu we-'al kol yisra'el we-'imru / amen. 45 Cf. Ps. 18:51 (E.V. v.50 ) and 2 Sam. 22 :51, which form the basis of this prayer.
